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The Doctoral Examination Process: A Handbook for Students, Examiners
and Supervisors
Penny Tinkler & Carolyn Jackson, 2004
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$A59.95 (pbk) 248 pp.
ISBN 0-335-21305-7 (pbk) 
For Australian readers, it is important to establish at the outset that Penny Tinkler
and Carolyn Jackson’s book, The doctoral examination process, deals substantially with
the oral examination (viva voce) as the core of the examination process and/or as the
major concern for candidates preparing for examination. As oral examinations are
rarely used in Australia, the book is largely irrelevant to Australian members of its
intended readership: candidates, supervisors and examiners (p. 2). This is not
intended as a negative criticism, rather it is a warning to the many Australian readers
of this journal. The book is based on the authors’ research and experience in the UK
(p. 5) and is designed for UK readership—although I was somewhat surprised by the
extent of the focus on the oral examination even for the UK. New Zealand readers
will find the book much more useful because of the importance of the oral examina-
tion in their doctoral processes.
It is also worth noting that, although the book is entitled The doctoral examination
process, it is focused entirely on the ‘traditional’ research-based PhD (pp.6–7).
Because such PhDs dominate doctoral candidature, this is fair enough, although
maybe the title of the book should have been: The PhD examination process. The book
is very concerned with the UK PhD examination processes and how to help candi-
dates, supervisors and examiners understand and prepare for their engagement with
these processes. It is not a book that provides a critical review and discussion of
doctoral examination processes, in the UK or internationally. Nor does The doctoral
examination process propose and discuss new approaches to examination in the context
of new knowledges, new media, new methodologies or new doctorates. It is very
concerned with the PhD examination status quo in the UK and enhancing the expe-
riences and practices of those involved.
The doctoral examination process has 13 chapters. Nine chapters address matters to
do with the viva (for example, Chapter 2, ‘Understanding the doctoral viva —what is
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it for?’; Chapter 3, ‘Understanding the doctoral viva—how does it work?’; and
Chapter 13, ‘Post-viva’). The remaining four chapters are Chapter 1, ‘Introduction
to the doctoral examination process’; Chapter 5, ‘Selecting examiners’; Chapter 7,
‘Examiners—should you examine?’; and Chapter 8, ‘Examiners—assessing a doctoral
thesis’. The chapters are written in a straightforward style with various textual devices
(shaded chapter overviews (preliminary organisers in the language of instructional
design), boxes with case studies, cartoons, dot points, multiple subheads, etc.) that
are very familiar to those experienced with print-based distance education. The range
of topics and matters covered within each chapter is comprehensive and lots of
common-sense advice is offered about the various stages of the PhD examination
process in the UK.
Because the readership (candidates, supervisors and examiners) occupy rather
different positions in relation to the examination process, particular chapters work
rather differently for each, and the positioning of the reader by the text does not
always work well. It seems the style works better with candidates, especially younger
full-time PhD students (older, part-time, more experienced candidates may find the
approach somewhat patronizing), rather than supervisors. Examiners especially,
other than for Chapters 7 and 8, may find themselves being positioned as reading
‘over the shoulder’ of a candidate to find out what the candidates are being advised.
Notwithstanding this, writing for these three audiences together is not easy and the
authors do a good job of the task. However, I would have preferred it if they had writ-
ten and designed the text for an audience of ‘mature’ PhD candidates. In this way,
they would have recognized (the important and expanding numbers of) part-time
students more explicitly in their thinking and advice. The effect could have been more
inclusive of the intended readerships by focusing closer to a mid-point between the
younger full-time PhD students and the older examiners.
In countries where the UK model of the PhD and its examination is used, this book
would be useful as a resource for candidates, in particular and (especially later in
candidature), and for supervisors (especially novice supervisors). It is less useful for
examiners, although it may well help examiners new to the UK approach to the PhD
examination. The style and format is such that particular chapters could be used
separately as the basis for reading and discussion with groups of candidates, newer
supervisors or novice examiners.
In summary, this is a good book in its own (‘traditional’ UK PhD) terms. It is
research- and experience-based in its provision of some well-grounded advice, espe-
cially for younger, full-time candidates. It is not particularly useful for ‘traditional’
Australian PhD audiences, although in Australia it would be worth having in the
university library and as part of resource materials available in a graduate school.
Terry Evans, Faculty of Education, Deakin University
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